Th e black bear hunt in New Jersey represents a symbolic clash of understandings about how human beings should live with nonhuman animals who typify intractable conflicts involving potentially dangerous mammals. Manifest and latent content analysis of newspaper editorial materials-written over a 10-year period, ending in 2005-document 2 findings. First, hunt supporters and opponents promote specific constructions of bears, hunters, and other actors in their letters and editorials. Second, these constructions are not only different but contradictory. Opponents and supporters portray bears as either menacing threats or benevolent and peaceful animals. Th e two groups see hunters as either bloodthirsty killers or defenders of wildlife. Contradictory constructions serve to de-legitimate other constructions and other actors. Th is finding highlights how public discourse has fed intractability over the conflict rather than provided common grounds for consensus about how New Jersey's residents should interact with their ursine neighbors.
Introduction
Th e recent controversy over whether to hold a bear hunt in New Jersey reflects national concern about potentially dangerous interactions between wildlife and humans. As with Colorado and California's experience with mountain lions (Baron, 2004; Davis, 1998) , the debate about bears in the Garden State involves contested ideas about the management of nonhuman animal populations and the severity of the threat posed by wildlife; however, it also signals growing intractability between animal rights advocates and those who hold more anthropocentric values, such as the priority of human safety and the right to hunt. Like better-known conflicts centered on the spotted owl in the Pacific Northwest, the snail darter in the Tennessee River valley, and the harp seals of the Canadian Arctic, the bear hunt in New Jersey represents a clash of understandings about how human beings should live with other animals. As such, the ecological sciences have little chance of providing a solution that all parties will accept. However, the social sciences provide insight by highlighting the social constructions employed and the values and beliefs embodied in those constructions.
Th e bear hunt controversy involves competing social constructions of bears, hunters, other stakeholders, and state wildlife managers. Wildlife managers and some suburban homeowners define the bear as a threat to public safety. For animal rights activists, the bear hunt is a metaphor for the disregard of nonhuman life typical of contemporary Western culture. To hunters, the bear hunt provides continuity with a rapidly disappearing hunting culture in this highly urbanized state. But these constructions are not the only barriers to common understandings. Activists on both sides portray their opposition in idealized negative stereotypes: Animal rights activists become "anthro-antagonistic wackos of the PETA-Qaeda cult," while hunters are portrayed with a "bloodlust to kill healthy animals for entertainment." Both sides also view policymakers as corruptly beholden to the other.
Th is paper documents these competing social constructions, with intent to understand how they feed intractability rather than provide common grounds for consensus about how New Jersey's residents should interact with their ursine neighbors. Th rough content analysis of 10 years of editorial material, we examine two basic questions: What are the constructions used in claims for and against the hunt and how are these constructions used to de-legitimate competing claims? We find that competing constructions of bears, hunters, and animal rights activists in this controversy are mutually exclusive and prevent the other side from accepting opposing claims as legitimate. Our findings explain why a consensus-based solution will not likely emerge. Moreover, wildlife management strategies offered by state professionals will not be easily accepted by either side because each has constructed wildlife policy as biased toward the other, illegitimate constructions. Th e bear hunt controversy in New Jersey thus serves as a cautionary tale for conflicts involving game wildlife and human residents.
Th e Social Construction of Nature and Environmental Claims
Social constructionism posits that nature is not a given, physical object. It is a social construction that assumes different meanings within various cultural contexts that are fundamentally unknowable outside human categories of understanding (Wapner, 2002) . Hannigan (1995) explains that the concept of "nature" is socially and historically contingent. For example, during the American colonial period, "wild" untamed nature was seen as a threat to human settlement. With the closing of the frontier, the wilderness began to be seen as a precious resource (Hannigan; Nye, 2003) . Consequently, early environmentalism included a "back to nature" movement, transforming the idea of "wild nature" into a new, romantic, and spiritually charged construct that celebrated the wilderness but differentiated it from human civilization.
Th e social definition and construction of nature are not individual processes; they are intersubjective, reflexive, and normative. Greider and Garkovich (1994) discuss the social construction of "landscapes" as a transformation of the physical environment that reflects people's definitions of themselves. Landscapes are symbolic environments created by conferring meaning to nature through a specific-but historically mutable-cultural lens. Cultural groups transform the physical world into meaningful, but subjective, phenomena. Landscapes are defined through social interactions that assign collective meaning to the environment. Social definitions are not open to all possible interpretations because they are constituted in-and through-historical, social interaction between humans and nature. Th ey are anchored in larger, cultural realms and connected to specific physical places (Ivakiv, 2003) .
Environmental claims (or complaints) emerge when social agents determine that social action must be taken to improve or protect the environment. Stakeholders base claims on their understanding of the human-environment relationship rather than on objective, empirical data (often to the chagrin of professional environmental managers). Environmental controversy may arise, not only from conflicts over data but also from stakeholders' competing claims; when these claims use constructions that negate other constructions or delegitimate opposing stakeholders, intractable conflict results. Constructionist theory thus opens a window to understanding how and why intractable conflicts emerge and persist.
Constructionist theory does not deny the empirical reality of environmental claims but helps explain how such claims are created, legitimated, and contested. Burningham and Cooper (1999) eschew strict, radical constructionism that would take all claims as equally valid or that does not acknowledge any concrete realities. Rather, constructionists analyze what people perceive about the reality and extent of environmental issues. Hannigan (1995) observes that-before social agents will act (or react) to an environmental problem-claims about this problem must be legitimated and dramatized. Although most environmental issues are tied to scientific findings and management plans, they are often argued on moral grounds. Claims must include some "scientific" data to provide empirical support but also must rely heavily on the social construction of the problem itself and the participation of actors who can legitimately make claims.
In the case of the bear hunt in New Jersey, there is conflict over the definition of the bears themselves, as well as which actors may legitimately participate in debates about the hunt. In this regard, this case study strengthens findings of similar studies conducted elsewhere that identify the importance of social constructions for understanding conflicts over wildlife management (Herda-Rapp & Goedeke, 2005; Scarce, 1998 Scarce, , 2000 . We investigate several social constructions that appear in the local media: that of the bear, of residents, of hunters, of opponents to the hunt, and of wildlife policy makers. Each of these constructions is passionately contested, making it difficult to establish what the problem is, much less provide a common idea about who shouldand how to-solve it.
History of the Black Bear in New Jersey
Th roughout the nineteenth century, bears were viewed as nuisance or game animals, depending on region of the country and the local population of bears. Although it is impossible to know exactly how many black bears lived in the United States before European settlers arrived, estimates range from at least 500,000 to as many as a million or more bears (Ford, 1981: p. 41 ). In addition to hunting the bear for meat, European settlers cut down forests and drained swamps crucial to bear habitat. Bears subsequently appeared in towns and on farms looking for food and causing damage. Intolerance of the bears grew as they came to be regarded as "vermin, noxious creatures to be killed on sight" (Ford, p. 51) . Roosevelt (1983) provides a glimpse at the perception of the black bear as a nuisance near the turn of the century; he describes it as "a timid, cowardly animal and usually a vegetarian" (p. 31), who occasionally visits hunters' camps to "play sad havoc with all that therein is", eating whatever they can and trampling whatever they cannot (Roosevelt, p. 36) . Bounty programs further reduced bear populations, such that the black bear became quite rare in many areas of the country where they once flourished (Ford, p. 54) . Th e late 1800s marked a low point for black bear populations, which contributed to changing public perception and policy regarding the bear.
In New Jersey, the small bear population was perceived as more of a nuisance than a threat. Th e New Jersey State Museum's annual report of 1907 indicates that the black bears were rapidly approaching extinction in the state. By the mid-1900s, there were less than 100 bears statewide, and they were restricted to the northern part of the state (NJ DEP, 2004, pp. 1-3) . Th e black bear was designated as a game animal in 1953, in order to protect bears from indiscriminate killing and to stabilize the population (McConnell, Garris, Powers, & Pehek, 1997: p. 3) . A total of 10 hunting seasons from 1958 to 1970 resulted in a harvest of only 46 bears; the bear hunting season was closed by the Fish and Game Council in 1971 (McConnell et al., p. 4) .
In 1997, the state's Division of Fish, Game and Wildlife estimated that the state had a population of less than 550 bears (McConnell et al., p. 8) . Th e report emphasized that black bears did not represent an imminent threat to residents. Black Bears caused only 500 injuries in all of North America between 1960 and 1980, and over 90 % of these injuries were minor. Bears who had become habituated to people and conditioned to eat human foods were implicated in over 90 % of these incidents. Most incidents involved bears in campgrounds or bears begging for food along the roadsides, and most of the injuries occurred in national parks (McConnell et al., 1997: p. 61 ). Given these statistics, New Jersey's Nuisance/Damage Management program emphasized the prevention of damage through public education, control structures, and handling of individual problem bears. Despite this position, the Division of Fish, Game, and Wildlife report indicated that the "cultural carrying capacity" for black bears had been reached in northern New Jersey and the bear population was large enough to sustain a limited hunting season (McConnell et al., 1997: p. 73) .
Evidence of interactions between humans and black bears mounted between 1995 (NJ DEP, 2004 . State officials estimated that the approximate bear population in 2003 had risen to 3,278 (NJ DEP, p. 16), concentrated in the four northern counties of Sussex, Morris, Passaic, and Warren (NJ DEP, 2004: p. 6 ). Bear range increased from 1495 to 2643 square miles, covering more than a third of the state. Bear sightings rose from 43 to 680, damage complaints rose from 285 to 1208, and the number of municipalities reporting bear sightings or damage rose from 48 to 111. In 2003, the Division of Fish and Wildlife (DFW) Wildlife Control Unit recorded 1,308 complaints about bears, somewhat down from a high of 1,659 complaints in 1999 (NJ DEP, p. 9). Th en, on May 20, 2003, a two-year-old boy was swatted by a black bear while sitting on the front steps of his home, suffering a minor injury to the head. Later that year, the state's largest newspaper reported that an 18-year-old woman told state wildlife officials that a black bear chased and tackled her while she was on a hike in Sussex County (Murray & Lane, 2003) . Th e woman elbowed the bear in the nose; it ran away, leaving the woman with claw marks running down her lower backside. Th ese highly publicized incidents lent public support to the New Jersey Fish and Game Council's decision to authorize a bear season from December 8 to 13, 2003-held concurrently with the 6-day firearm buck (deer) season. Th e majority of hunters applying for bear permits were hunters who already had permission to hunt deer within the bear hunting zone. A total of 5,450 permitted hunters harvested 328 bears in the 2003 hunt (NJ DEP, 2004: p. 3) .
Th e hunt galvanized animal rights and anti-hunting activists. Protesters rallied at the statehouse in Trenton, and more than 82,000 signed an anti-hunt petition (Guynup, 2003) . In public hearings, animal rights activists denounced the hunt as "a barbaric attack on defenseless animals" and said that hunters pose a greater danger than bears to public safety (Hanley, 2003: p. 8 ). In the wake of this opposition, the 2004 black bear hunt was days away from commencing when the state Supreme Court blocked the hunt, citing the state's lack of a comprehensive policy to determine whether a hunt was needed to control the bear population (Coryell, 2004) .
In 2005, the controversy over the bear hunt and the proper relationship between humans and bears in New Jersey remained heated. Th e 2003 hunt had mobilized anti-hunt and animal rights activists, while the decision to stop the hunt in 2004 offended hunters and residents who viewed bears as an existing or potential threat. Having already acknowledged that "cultural carrying capacity" determined bear policy, the Division of Fish, Game, and Wildlife opened the door for a heated contest over constructions of the bear and the bear hunt. When state policymakers decided to allow a bear hunt in December 2005, both opponents and advocates of the hunt increased media visibility in an attempt to sway public opinion to their position. Th is paper documents those constructions through an analysis of editorials and letters to the editor published in New Jersey-based newspapers. Th ese editorial materials demonstrate that the pro-and anti-hunt groups held contradictory constructions of the black bear, hunting (and hunters), animal rights activists, and the state's suburban residents. Th e opposing groups appeared only to agree that wildlife policy reflected more political influence than wildlife science, although both were equally dissatisfied with state policy. Th ese divergent constructions explain the lack of resolution over the black bear hunt, as there are neither common cultural understandings nor common recognition of legitimate actors in policy decisions.
Methods
Th is study employs both manifest and latent content analysis to assess editorial materials written about the bear hunt in New Jersey over a 10-year period ending in 2005. Manifest content analysis quantifies certain characteristics of documents, while latent content analysis qualitatively discerns the meanings implied and inferred by documents (Babbie, 2001: p. 309, 310) . In this study, manifest content analysis examines the number of editorial materials in favor of or opposed to, the bear hunt as well as who is writing for both sides of the controversy. Our latent content analysis illustrates the social constructions employed by advocates and opponents of the hunt.
Letters to the editor and editorials written by newspaper staff are polemic documents, by definition and design. Letters to newspaper editors are not required to be fact-checked, nor are they subject to the same legal scrutiny as newspaper articles, advertisements, or printed propaganda. As a result, editorial materials allow a relatively open and unfiltered forum for debate of controversial social problems. Although editorial staff choose which editorials to print and may shorten the content of letters, newspapers generally try to provide a fair representation of letters submitted to them, including those that disagree with the newspaper's own editorial positions. Declining circulation in the past 10 years certainly biases the potential authorship and readership of letters to the editor, although on-line access broadens the scope of local newspapers. People who write editorials and letters to the editor are not expected to be representative of all readers-and even less so of the general population-but editorial material continues to shape how controversial issues are defined, constructed, and framed in a public and social forum and represent artifacts of these social constructions.
For our study, we selected the largest and most widely read New Jerseybased newspaper, the Newark Star Ledger. For latent content analyses, we also included a newspaper serving the state capital, the Times of Trenton. Th e Star Ledger, which serves all northern and northwestern New Jersey, has a daily circulation of 396,871 and a Sunday circulation of 598,547 (New Jersey Press Association, 2005) . Th e Star Ledger has nearly twice the circulation of any other single newspaper in New Jersey. Th e Times of Trenton has a much smaller readership: 67,488 daily and 72,186 Sunday subscribers (New Jersey Press Association). However, as the newspaper of record for the state capital, its content reflects more statewide issues than do other regional newspapers. Both the Star Ledger and the Times of Trenton are available online through a statewide news consortium (www.nj.com) that requires no fee or registration. Both newspapers require letters to the editor to include full contact information of authors and be no longer than 200 words; additional criteria for selection are not publicly available. When asked by the current authors about any additional selection criteria, the Star-Ledger editorial staff responded that the letters editor considered timeliness, topic, and clarity. Editors attempt to provide equal space for opposing views on controversial issues, favoring letters from private individuals and limiting the number of letters from frequent writers. We identified every letter to the editor, staff editorial, and other editorial material (excluding cartoons) written in the calendar years 1996-2005 that addressed the bear hunt and closely related controversies in the Star Ledger and, in 2005, the Times of Trenton.
Our search yielded a total of 262 documents: 230 letters to the editor, 34 staff editorials, and 7 other editorial documents (mainly editorial "quotes of the day"). Two-thirds of documents came from 2003-2005, corresponding with the 2003 hunt, the cancelled 2004 hunt, and the 2005 hunt. We initially separated letters to the editor and editorials into pro-hunting, anti-hunting, and neutral positions. However, very few neutral documents were identified: Only five documents were coded as neutral, and these were eliminated from analysis. Initial coding was performed independently by each author, with nearly perfect inter-coder reliability: Only eight documents were classified differently by the two researchers. One was a simple coding error; the other seven were coded "neutral" by one researcher and either pro-or anti-hunt by the other. In these cases, a second reading and discussion between researchers led to a final coding.
In addition, the gender of the author was recorded, as was whether the author was a staff member, an individual, a student, a group, or an individual representing a group. Th e origin of letters to the editor was noted, to determine if authors wrote from the six northwestern counties that contained more bears and bear habitat (Hunterdon, Morris, Passaic, Somerset, Sussex, and Warren), from counties in urban northeast and central Jersey (Bergen, Essex, Hudson, Mercer, Middlesex, Monmouth, and Union), or from South Jersey counties (Atlantic, Burlington, Camden, Cape May, Cumberland, Gloucester, Ocean, and Salem). Since New Jersey duplicates some municipality names, a small number of documents (6) Following the quantitative enumeration of all documents, the 48 documents from 2005 were analyzed in detail to discern the constructions employed by both advocates and opponents of the hunt. Th ese constructions were consistent with the documents from previous years in the Star Ledger, although analysis of documents from 1996-2004 suggest that both sides progressively polarized and radicalized their positions over time. By 2005, opponents and advocates of the hunt represented entrenched and clashing positions, employing very specific and divisive constructions in their portrayal of the hunt and of their opponents.
Manifest Content: Who is Writing For-and Who is Writing Againstthe Hunt?
Both advocates and opponents to the bear hunt in New Jersey used the editorial sections of newspapers to make their case. Table 1 displays characteristics of the documents analyzed from 1996-2004 in the Star Ledger, excluding the five documents identified as genuinely neutral. A total of 222 documents were identified during this time period; the vast majority were letters to the editor (190 or 86 %), followed by staff editorials (26 or 12 %). More letters to the editor opposed the bear hunt (116 of 190, or 61 %), while staff editorials clearly favored the hunt (20 of 26, or 77 %). Letters to the editor mainly came from individuals (167 of 190, or 88 %) rather than students, groups, or individuals that represented groups. Staff editorials and letters to the editor supporting the hunt were predominantly written by men (77 of 98, or 79 %). In contrast, women wrote over half of all editorials and letters to the editor opposing the hunt (67 of 124, or 54 %). Th e gender imbalance allowed writers to employ negative stereotypes to de-legitimate others' claims; they used gendered epithets such as "sissy" and "macho" to describe one another.
Letter writers who supported the bear hunt wrote from communities within bear country (52 of 74, or 70 %), while opponents were more evenly divided between these counties (56 of 116, or 48 %) and the state's more urban counties (51 of 116, or 44 %). No one wrote a letter in support of the hunt from the state's southern counties, while six letters came from South Jersey in opposition to the hunt. Th e small number of letters from South Jersey reflects the greater readership of the Star Ledger in North Jersey, but it is interesting that opponents to the hunt from outside the region contributed to the debate, while no letters supporting the hunt from this region were published (and given the rural character of much of South Jersey, this region is presumably more likely to support the hunt). Location mattered to writers, particularly those who supported the hunt. Hunt supporters wrote frequently that people outside of bear country should mind their own business, while opponents chided hunters as anachronistic yokels who needed to adapt to the urban realities of the state. As detailed above, 2005 followed on two previous years in which the bear hunt was held (2003) (Table 2) . Th e newspapers published an even number of documents supporting the hunt (24) and against the hunt (24) in 2005, with the Star Ledger publishing nearly 4 times as many documents about the hunt as the Times. Th e vast majority of documents were letters to the editor, and only the Star Ledger staff wrote editorials about the hunt (8 in total, all of which advocated the hunt). Th e majority of letter writers came from bear country; these writers evenly split between supporting and condemning the hunt (11 letters each). Writers from urban New Jersey represented one-quarter of all documents, and these were more likely to oppose the hunt (8 letters) than support it (4 letters). Th ere is a gendered component to who wrote letters in support of-or against-the hunt: Only one of 18 prohunt documents for which gender could be determined was written by a woman, while 13 women wrote in opposition to the hunt, compared to 7 men. In sum, the editorial pages of the Star Ledger and the Times of Trenton have served as an active forum of debate about the bear hunt in New Jersey. Th e largest number of documents came from the years in which bear hunts have been proposed (2003, 2004, and 2005) . In these years, the Star Ledger published on average between three and four editorial documents on the bear hunt each month. Including all document types, the Star Ledger published roughly even numbers of pro-and anti-hunt documents, although its editorial position was clearly in favor of the hunt by 2003. Despite the newspaper's position, published letters to the editor favored those who opposed the hunt. Most letters in support of the hunt came from men and from residents of bear country. Letters from opponents to the hunt were more likely to be from women. However, the letters came more or less evenly from bear country and other parts of the state (mainly the urban north and central regions of the state).
Latent Content: Social Constructions of the Black Bear in 2005
Qualitatively, letters to the editor and staff editorials in 2005 demonstrate the two basic claims in the controversy about black bears in New Jersey: one that presented the bear hunt as a solution to bear overpopulation and one that Table 2 ). Th ree principal constructions appeared in these letters: (a) the panicky suburbanite (6, or 25 %), (b) the sympathetic bear (7, or 29 %), and (c) the bloodthirsty hunter (16, or 67 %). In addition, these letters charge that the state gives unfair and unrepresentative preference to hunting interests.
Sixteen letters to the editor contained pro-hunt positions. In addition, there were eight staff editorials in the Star Ledger that supported the hunt. Th e largest number of these letters and editorials were written by men (17 of 24), private individuals (15), and residents of rural, northern counties (11) ( Table 2) . Th ree constructions had prominence in these documents: (a) the noble hunter (4, or 17 %),(b) the menacing bear (12, or 50 %) and (c) the irrational animal rights activist (8, or 33 %). As with anti-hunt letters, several writers also criticize the state for ignoring scientific evidence and caving into political pressure by animal rights groups.
A Menacing or Sympathetic Black Bear?
At the center of the controversy, opponents and advocates of the hunt held fundamentally different constructions of the bear and the bear's relationship to human society. Hunters and other advocates of the hunt reproduced con-structions of the bear as a public nuisance and stressed the potential danger of these large animals. In contrast, opponents to the hunt viewed the bear as a docile and caring creature, worthy of respect and compassionate stewardship.
Half the pro-hunt letters and editorials take a kill-or-be-killed approach while portraying the bear as a vicious, dangerous animal in the wild. Residents who supported the hunt wrote that black bears have become too close, too bold, and too dangerous-painting a picture of the black bear as a menace, especially to children and pets, who must be hunted before disaster strikes. One writer points out that New Jersey's "unnaturally dense bear population and very dense human population is a volatile one"; another warns, "it is only a matter of time before a bear kills or seriously injures someone." One writer used the example of her own dog being clawed by a bear as an example of the looming threat, while another instructs New Jersey residents to "get their priorities in order and value human life over animal life" after a 3-year-old had to be "saved from a bear" by his mother in Sussex County. Yet another writer says, "Th ere are no problem bears. Th ere are hungry bears, and any bear can become a savage predator if hungry enough." Th ese writers reflect a fear of all bear interactions, with all bears representing a threat regardless of observed behavior.
Based on this construction of a menacing bear, the hunt becomes an act of public defense and safety. Bears threaten our children, and our children must be protected. Many letters echo the idea that a hunt is necessary before it is "too late." "Bears are bears. People are people. Th e safety of people has to come first." Another writer asks "Do we have to wait for some child to be cruelly lacerated or killed before we aggressively control the bear population?" Th is construction portrays the bear as a predator who has "stalked and preyed upon the humans of our state for long enough." Th ese writers rely on a construction of the bear that requires severe and immediate action to eliminate the menace.
In contrast, anti-hunt writers offered a construction in which the black bear is portrayed as less of a threat than other humans (especially hunters) and as an animal deserving of human respect, sympathy, and protection. Letter writers describe bears as "highly intelligent," "shy," and as "god's creatures" and insist that bears would "live in peace" if people would just leave them alone. One writer asserts that "bears belong to their Creator, who put them in our care." Another writer emphasizes the vulnerability of cubs and sacrifice of mother bears: "cubs are born highly underdeveloped and very dependent, and a mother bear must invest several years of her own short life rearing one or two cubs." Again playing to sympathies for bear cubs, another letter asks, "how many cubs will be left to starve and freeze without their mothers once again this winter." In effect, these letters attempt to portray (or construct) the black bear in New Jersey as a vulnerable animal whose gentle character appeals to humans' moral responsibility to protect such creatures.
A separate theme that runs through letters that sympathize with bears is that humans are a greater threat to other humans than are bears. Although some acknowledge that bears can become a nuisance to human residents, they suggest that the bear menace inaccurately reflects the true dangers to New Jersey's residents. Several letters note that although bears have not killed a human in New Jersey, humans quite frequently kill one another. One writer observed, "People are more dangerous than bears, and yet we only punish the human perpetrator, not kill off a neighborhood." Other letters point out the dangers posed by hunting with firearms in the densely populated state.
Anti-hunt letters reflect a construction of black bears that portrays them as fundamentally not dangerous to humans, while pro-hunt authors argue that it is impossible to live safely and peacefully with a bear population in New Jersey. Th ese two constructions present entirely different and contradictory understandings of the bear and the bear's relationship to human residents. Pro-hunt writers require a construction of the bear as a threat, but anti-hunt constructions deny the current or future menace to human residents. Th us, these constructions do not merely differ but directly contradict one another; one cannot be true unless the other is false.
A Noble or Bloodthirsty Hunter?
New Jersey does not have a pervasive hunting culture, with less than 10,000 licensed hunters in a population of nearly 9 million. Urban and suburban residents have little knowledge of, sympathy for, or attraction to hunting culture (Dizard, 1994) . Th e construction of hunters, however, is central to the controversy surrounding the bear hunt. A small number of hunt advocates defend hunting culture as heritage and suggest that bear hunters pay for the privilege of protecting the public in reducing the threat of the menacing bear. A larger number of anti-hunt letters attack the character and culture of hunters, portraying hunters as uncivilized killers incapable of reason and unworthy of respect.
Four letters to the editor present the black bear as a big game animal and argue that hunting the bear is a part of a hunting, fishing and trapping heritage. Th ose who are pro-hunt support the bear hunt as a way to preserve a lifestyle that emphasizes conservation and responsible stewardship. Hunters also respect the bear as prey, not just nuisance animals. Hunters feel they deserve the right to hunt to provide food: "Most hunters in New Jersey hunt for the table, not trophies." One hunt supporter used biblical text to legitimate the relationship that hunters have to animals: "Be fruitful and multiply, replenish the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth." A common theme in these letters is that animals, including the bears, are a natural resource to be enjoyed by humans, for sport or sustenance.
Hunters contend that they have respect for animals and protect their habitats more than do non-hunters. One writer declares that using the meat and hides of the bear would be showing the animals respect, rather than the alternative of being "reduced to vermin to be killed by the state at taxpayer expense, slaughtered by automobiles, and shot illegally and buried when they cause property damage and kill farmers' valuable crops and livestock." Th e writer continues, "Our hunting, fishing and trapping heritage is being stolen from us . . . we will see the end of our state's sporting heritage." Another writer contends, "it was hunters who have brought back animals (deer, elk, antelope, bears, turkeys) from the verge of extinction and hunters who have set aside millions of acres of land to be enjoyed by everyone." In this construction, hunters represent themselves as saviors of the wildlife and habitat that other residents enjoy.
Th ese letters contrast with the construction of the bloodthirsty hunter portrayed by hunt opponents. Fully two-thirds of anti-hunt letters to the editor about bears in 2005 describe hunters unfavorably and attack the morality of hunting. Hunters are described as "bear haters," "antiquated," "savage," and as having "serious character flaws." To these writers, hunters are "eager to kill bears" and motivated by "bloodlust to kill healthy animals for entertainment," "the thrill of the kill," or "a black bear trophy for wall or floor." A number of writers attack hunters for involving children in the hunt: "Anyone who thinks a day of family fun is shooting to death an innocent animal is a mutant"; "Children as young as 10 will be taught to kill living things"; "Children are taught to maim and kill innocent life." In focusing on hunters' children, these writers question the parenting skills of hunters-an interesting contrast to the parallel construction of the benevolent bear mother.
Hunt opponents see hunting itself as "immoral," "unethical," "barbaric," "senseless," and "illogical." Th ey emphasize elements of the hunt to intentionally offend readers, especially striking depictions of animals in agony. Th e most graphic of these was published shortly after the conclusion of the December 2005 hunt and describes a website posting by a successful bear hunter:
One hunter told of how he had shot a bear who, though seriously wounded, got up and ran in terrified flight. Th e hunter fired again; the blast knocked the bear back and onto a fallen tree. Even with two bleeding wounds, the bear held onto life, ran once more, and hid in a thicket. Twenty minutes later, having tracked the voluminous blood trail, the hunter found the bear. When the poor animal got up to run, the hunter fired and the shot tore into the bear's shoulder. Th is wound, compounded with the others, poured the greater amount of the bear's lifeblood to the ground, and the bear died. Th e picture accompanying the story was of the pitiful bear being held by the hunter, who had a joyous smile. It was as if he had done some great deed and had not just brutally tortured and slaughtered an innocent animal.
Depictions such as these create compassion for bears and portray hunters as cruel and inhumane. Th is reinforces the construction of the sympathetic bear and asserts a construction of hunters as savage and therefore incapable of asserting legitimate moral claims about the bear hunt.
Although competing constructions of the black bear allowed little room for common understanding, constructions of hunters in New Jersey offer even less. Hunters defend their role as wildlife enthusiasts, conservationists, public servants, and defenders of cultural tradition; however, anti-hunt advocates reject the very ability of hunters to make moral claims. Th ese contrasting constructions present additional barriers to reaching a consensus on bear policy.
Constructing Other Illegitimate Actors: Suburbanites and Animal Rights Activists
A quarter of letters to the editor against the hunt in 2005 suggest that the bear problem has less to do with bears and more to do with people who move into bear country. Th us, another construction emerges as part of the anti-hunt claim: fearful, selfish, and naïve residents. "Th e real problem," declares one writer, "is rampant and unfettered development without regard to New Jersey's shrinking wilderness." Another states, "We pave over the bears' habitat so they have no place to live." Yet another admonishes residents who support the hunt:
Bears live in the woods, and humans hike in the woods and camp in the woods and build houses in what used to be the woods... Instead of killing bears, how about following experts' advice on how to minimize your chances of encountering a bear?
Another registers, "It baffles me that people choose to live in bear country when they are frightened of the animal." In fact, several writers provide specific advice to residents who complain about bears:
"If people are afraid of them, they should move to already developed areas." "If you want to live in the woods, you must understand that bears, raccoons, deer, foxes, and other wildlife live there." "If you don't want bears in your yard, don't move into theirs." "If you don't feel like learning to coexist with them [the bears], why not consider moving?" Th ese comments portray concerned residents as insensitive interlopers into bear territory; in so doing, these writers de-legitimate claims made by these residents about bears as a nuisance or menace. In a sense, these letters deny the vulnerability of residents and recast them not as victims of menacing bears but as people who deserve to be nuisanced-and perhaps even threatenedby bears.
Hunt advocates have also constructed an illegitimate actor among those who oppose the hunt. A full third of the letters that support the bear hunt question the legitimacy of animal rights activists to participate in the debate. Th ese letters sharply criticize the animal rights and anti-hunt argument, saying the groups "have a penchant for histrionics and hyperbole" and should not be taken seriously. One editorial criticizes "animal lovers whose sentimentality trumps their realism." Another uses the example of Timothy Treadwell, who was killed by a grizzly bear in Alaska in 2003, to "offer a perfect microcosm of the animal lovers' attitude toward the rest of us. We are mere intruders in their theme park. Th e animals are the attraction, and the rest of us just have to adjust to their behavior." Hunt opponents are portrayed as an irrational group of "radical animal activists" who try to stifle the reality that "bears aren't cuddly toys." Other writers directly attack, referring to the animal rights groups as "the anthroantagonistic wackos of the PETA-Qaeda cult" or "the mega-vermin rights movement" who suffer from "idiot romanticism." Another writer sarcastically criticizes the idea of a biological carrying capacity for bears in the state: "Why stop at bears? . . . With the plague of 200-pound antlered rats defecating all over the state, we probably have ample biological carrying capacity for a few thousand Bengal tigers." In many of these letters, the merits of the hunt or issues pertaining to the bear are barely discussed. Th e bulk of the letters are devoted to criticizing those who oppose the hunt, more often than not in a mean-spirited manner.
Competing claims portray suburban residents and animal rights activists as interlopers who are unable to assert legitimate claims about the bear hunt. Editorial material allows both the pro-and anti-hunt groups to disregard the claims of competing groups as illegitimate. If all of these stakeholders are removed from the controversy, however, the only remaining stakeholders are policymakers. Ironically, both pro-and anti-hunt writers challenge the authority of the Division of Fish and Wildlife to make bear policy, because it is beholden to either hunters or animal rights activists (depending on which letters you read).
Supporters of the hunt were more likely to accept state-supported research that included hunting as a means of bear population control. "Good sense and good governance have led the state to institute a comprehensive program to reduce the number of bears in New Jersey, and part of that program is a controlled bear hunt." Pro-hunt writers criticized state officials for bowing to pressure from animal rights activists. One writer described the animal rights organization as a "well oiled machine" and "a small but vocal group of animal activists." Another complained, "(T)hose sportsmen who stood and watched as anti-hunting fanatics and political appointees like (DEP Commissioner) Campbell sold out science and are no better than the anti-hunter." Another letter echoes criticism of public officials, stating that "We don't need bearproof cans. We need bear-lover-proof public officials."
Anti-hunt writers were much more likely to question the science of wildlife officials and accused the state government of being partial to pro-hunt interests, because the DFW relies (in part) on hunting permit fees. In addition, points out one letter, "the bear plan was written by the [Fish and Game] [C]ouncil which consists of hunters and farmers. Th ere are no members opposed to hunting." When the decision was made to go ahead with the December 2005 hunt, another writer insinuated partiality in the state agency: "Th e Fish and Game Council and the hunters won their battle and had their precious bear hunt." Hunt opponents criticized officials for not providing proof that the black bear is overpopulated in New Jersey or that a sport hunt of black bear would reduce problem interactions and damage complaints. According to one writer, ideas such as "ideal size" of the bear population and "cultural carrying capacity" are "arbitrary," carrying "no scientific validity," and "based on citizen complaints and political motives." Th e writer continued, "Underlying the concept of cultural carrying capacity is the mistaken belief that reducing the bear population will result in fewer nuisance and damage complaints." Opponents also assert that hunting does not target the socalled nuisance bears. One writer points out that only 10 out of the 328 bears killed in 2005 were considered nuisance bears.
Th ese editorial materials allow both sides in the controversy to cast doubt on the authority of the state to create bear policy. It also allows both sides to voice dissatisfaction with politics in general, particularly in light of several years of high-profile ethics lapses among Garden State lawmakers. Th is sentiment is captured in the following comment, which-although written by a supporter of the hunt-could have been written by individuals on either side: "Undoubtedly, opponents will pressure politicians to step in. But elected lead-ers should not substitute their own opinions for the well researched conclusions of professionals." Like hunters, animal rights activists, and suburban residents, these constructions limit the ability of state officials to act and assert claims as legitimate stakeholders. Because both sides have de-legitimated policymakers and wildlife professionals, the state cannot act as mediator. Th is leaves virtually no major stakeholders who are viewed as legitimate by both pro-and anti-hunt factions. It is exactly this situation that makes the bear hunt in New Jersey an intractable conflict.
Discussion
Th is research sought to answer questions about who is making claims about the bear hunt in New Jersey and how those claims are constructed. Our findings shed light on why this remains an intractable conflict and why it will likely remain so. As the debate over whether to hold a bear hunt has developed over the past 10 years, the constructions presented by both sides of the argument have become further entrenched. Th ese two sides are often in direct opposition to each other with little or no room for discussion. For one claim to be true or valid, the other must be untrue or invalid, thus eliminating even the possibility of a common ground on which to build consensus. Further, the two sides have often shaped their arguments on ethical grounds, so that only one side can be moral and good while the other is immoral and evil.
Th e construction of illegitimate stakeholders becomes central to the delegitimating of claims and has allowed a public policy debate to devolve into name-calling and vitriolic public attacks in area newspapers. Hunt advocates assert that other actors are too emotional (perhaps because they are disproportionately women) or too uninformed (perhaps because they disproportionately do not live in bear country) to know what they are talking about. In turn, hunt opponents mock fearful residents as naïve, insult hunters' moral character, and criticize the state for basing policy on the vested interest of a small hunting minority. Advocates of the hunt are described as murderous, immoral, barbaric-and their parenting skills are questioned. Opponents to the hunt are described as idiots, wackos, and effeminate "sorority sisters."
Meaning is conferred to nature by both sides through their own cultural lenses, transforming existing nature into subjective phenomena. Constructions are formed through social interactions that assign meaning to the environment, which-in this case-occur in letters to the editor and editorials. Both sides use this public space to reinforce shared understandings with some readers while de-legitimating the understandings held by the opposing group.
When constructions negate or de-legitimate competing stakeholders, intractable conflict results. In this situation, there is little hope that the two views can be rectified through compromise or mediation by state wildlife professionals, who have been de-legitimized by both sides for being unduly influenced by the other side.
Conclusion
Our findings coincide with the broader literature on the social construction of nature and how divergent social constructions repeatedly foil wildlife management. Th e various stakeholders (hunters, suburbanites, animal rights activists, wildlife managers) transform nature into meaningful, but subjective, phenomena. More "science" will not be sufficient to satisfy both factions; unless common cultural understandings emerge from the controversy, this conflict will likely remain intractable. However, seemingly intractable wildlife management controversies have been allayed elsewhere. Dizard (1994) found that opponents to a deer hunt in the Quabbin Reservation in western Massachusetts were amenable to limited harvests, provided that hunters took specialized classes on how to reduce environmental impact. Herda-Rapp and Goedeke's (2005) collection of case studies found that wildlife managers-when they identified common needs and values-were able to reduce conflicts.
Th e final case study in this collection (Zollinger & Daniels, 2005:pp. 274, 275) provides three recommendations that may provide an exit from intractable conflict over bears in New Jersey. First, rather than determining which side is morally or ethically superior, residents and wildlife managers should focus on new values and solutions that emerge from this controversy: such as shared concerns about unregulated development and the loss of wild lands. Second, managers and residents should identify where opposing sides have little or no conflict, even if this only provides fractional policy changes. For example, both sides voice a need for change in how bear policy is written. Finally, all parties should expect reluctance from other parties-even for negotiated compromises-because individuals and groups involved have staked their emotions and identities on their position (Groves, 1997) . Th is final suggestion requires all sides to appreciate that the other parties have equally vested interests in their claims, a situation not likely to emerge while the local media continue to print inflammatory editorial material. However, a window of opportunity may have opened in 2006: Th e state's new governor cancelled the hunt in October, eliminating the need for public debate. Th is decisive move did not "solve" the conflict over bear management in New Jersey, but it may
